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Abstract
Our study first determined what juveniles know about the juvenile court process. Second, it evaluated a DVD designed to be a systematic and simple way to improve this knowledge. A pre- and posttest design was used with two pilot samples and two samples from the population of interest. A
sample from a juvenile detention center (n = 118) was the focus of this study. Initial knowledge of
the court process was quite low for the detention sample (pretest M = 64.0%, SD = 14.2%). All samples
experienced a significant improvement of knowledge after watching the DVD. Youth in the detention sample had a mean improvement from pretest to posttest of 6.4% (SD = 11.9%), with mean scores
at posttest being 70.3% (SD = 17.4%). Respondents varied in their performance on different question
topics, scoring the lowest on questions related to what happens at juvenile court hearings. The social
and demographic variables of age, race, gender, grades in school, number of previous arrests, and
the number of times the respondent had been to court were evaluated through regression analysis.
Age and race were found to be significantly related to pretest scores, and race was significantly related to improvement scores.

Knowledge of the court process is integral in juveniles’ ability to participate in the factfinding for their cases, yet research demonstrates that juveniles lack a complete understanding of the processes employed by the juvenile court (Cooper, 1997; Grisso, 1981;
O’Connor, 1990; Peterson-Badali & Abramovitch, 1992; Peterson-Badali, Abramovitch, &
Duda, 1997; Redlich, Silverman, & Steiner, 2003; Savitsky & Karras, 1984; Warren-Leubecker,
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Tate, Hinton, & Ozbek, 1989), and this lack of knowledge is often overlooked when a juvenile is brought to court (O’Connor, 1990). The rehabilitative purpose of the juvenile court
is put into jeopardy when the juvenile does not understand the court process because the
juveniles become passive parties in their cases and are unable to understand the impact
the proceedings will have on their lives. The current study addresses juveniles’ understanding of the system and whether their knowledge can be improved through an instructional DVD introducing them to basic vocabulary and concepts.
The literature reviewed for the current research is divided into two main sections. First,
we discuss the fact that juvenile comprehension of the elements of the juvenile system seem
low, despite changes in the juvenile system that make comprehension essential. Second,
we shall examine education research that focuses on new vocabulary acquisition as models
for examining the use of a DVD to teach juveniles what they need to know about the juvenile justice system.
Juvenile Knowledge of the System
Research has consistently demonstrated that juveniles lack understanding of basic legal
concepts. Juveniles, especially young juveniles, have a difficult time understanding Miranda warnings and the role of defense attorneys (Grisso, 1981). Although understanding
of legal terms does seem to increase with age (Saywitz, Jaenicke, & Camparo, 1990; WarrenLeubecker et al., 1989), juveniles struggle with procedural and technical terms (Smith,
1985), especially when asked to conceptualize legal terms (Flin, Stevenson, & Davies, 1989;
Peterson-Badali & Abramovitch, 1992). In practice, this means that juveniles often do not
fully understand the role of their attorneys (Peterson-Badali et al., 1997; Redlich et al., 2003),
and they see themselves as passive parties in the court process, even believing they should
remain silent throughout (O’Connor & Sweetapple, 1988). Juveniles’ appreciation for the
significance of legal circumstances for their defense may be compromised if they do not
understand the meaning of their plea of not guilty, that they are innocent until proven guilty,
or other rights they possess (Cooper, 1997; Grisso, 1981; Peterson-Badali & Abramovitch,
1992). Juveniles may also be disadvantaged in their ability to communicate information to
counsel if they mistakenly believe the lawyer will not represent them if the lawyer thinks
the juvenile is guilty or if they do not understand the attorney-client privilege (Cooper,
1997; Grisso, 1981; O’Connor, 1990; Peterson-Badali & Abramovitch, 1992; Peterson-Badali
et al., 1997; Redlich et al., 2003). Although a juvenile’s understanding of the legal process,
and the resulting fairness of this process, is compromised if they do not understand these
key legal concepts used within the system, research demonstrates that it is happening (Cooper,
1997; Flin et al., 1989; Savitsky & Karras, 1984; Saywitz et al., 1990; Warren-Leubecker et
al., 1989).
Most state juvenile justice codes use the Dusky v. U.S. (1960) adult competency case as a
basis for their competency definitions. For instance, in Florida, the state where the current
research took place, the statute states that “a child is competent to proceed if the child has
sufficient present ability to consult with counsel with a reasonable degree of rational understanding and the child has a rational and factual understanding of the present proceedings.” The statute also requires a report addressing the juvenile’s capacity on the following
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points: (1) appreciation of the charges or allegations against the child, (2) appreciation of
the range and nature of possible penalties that may be imposed in the proceedings against
the child, if applicable, (3) understanding of the adversarial nature of the legal process,
(4) ability to disclose to counsel facts pertinent to the proceedings at issue, (5) ability to
display appropriate courtroom behavior, (6) ability to testify relevantly (Incompetency in
Juvenile Delinquency Cases, 2006). Researchers who study competency generally divide
the Dusky requirements into two basic concepts, (1) competence to assist counsel and
(2) decisional competence (Bonnie, 1992). The criterion of competence to assist counsel examines the ability of the individual to understand the trial process, appreciate the significance
of legal circumstances for the defense, and communicate information to counsel. Decisional competence examines their ability to weigh and compare options, including determining the probability of consequences (Bonnie). The current study addresses whether
some components of competency can be taught to juveniles in a systematic and efficient
way.
Teaching Methods and Rehabilitating Comprehension
A number of different teaching methods can be employed to more systematically aid juveniles in their understanding of legal vocabulary. These could include using language that
is more common to the juvenile’s current vocabulary and the use of multimedia sources
such as videos and pictures. Analogous to a person learning a second language, juveniles
within the juvenile justice system must learn many new terms and concepts and be able to
make decisions and communicate with others about those concepts. Second language acquisition research has demonstrated that the use of the learner’s native language is especially important in teaching new vocabulary (Lotto & deGroot, 1998). Combining pictures
and videos with text can be even more beneficial (Chun & Plass, 1996; Duquette & Painchaud, 1996). Cooper (1997) employed these techniques in her study that focused specifically on increasing juveniles’ legal competency through an instructional video presentation of legal concepts. Using a 50-minute instructional videotape, Cooper employed a preand posttest design focusing on juveniles who were experiencing their first institutional
placement for delinquency and obtained a competency score below what was needed to
be considered competent. The video described the roles of those involved in the trial process, where each of the participants were placed in the courtroom, information regarding
different offenses, and instructions on how to contact and assist counsel. A question and
answer period followed the presentation to allow the juveniles to obtain clarification on
any concepts. The video produced a significant improvement in understanding of proceedings in all age groups, but even with this improvement most juveniles still did not receive
scores on a standard competency instrument that indicated competency.
Cooper’s (1997) study provided the foundation for the current research. Many of the
concepts evaluated for competency determinations by Cooper were modified in the current study to evaluate juvenile knowledge and understanding. In addition, comfort level
of the juvenile was also examined based on the findings of Bradshaw, Ross, Bradshaw,
Headrick, and Thomas (2005). In their study, potential jurors who were shown a video tape
containing key legal information were significantly more knowledgeable than potential

3

D R I V E R A ND BR A NK , BE H AV IO RA L S C I EN C E S A ND T HE L A W 2 7 ( 2 0 0 9 )

jurors who were not exposed to the video tape, and this knowledge was positively correlated to juror comfort. As the research has demonstrated, instructional videos can be useful
teaching tools for increasing knowledge of the justice system and comfort (Bradshaw et al.,
2005; Chun & Plass, 1996; Cooper, 1997; Duquette & Painchaud, 1996).
Current Research
It is clear that juveniles lack complete understanding of the juvenile justice system; however, education research and other instructional studies demonstrate that there may be
simple ways to improve a juvenile’s level of understanding and comfort within the system.
The current research tests whether an instructional video (Couch, 2005—hereafter referred
to as the DVD) portraying juvenile system related information is able to increase juvenile
understanding of the process. We also compare social and demographic factors (e.g. age,
prior school performance, and prior experience in the justice system) as they relate to
knowledge improvement. Additionally, we examine whether certain types of knowledge
are more difficult for the juveniles to master.
Method
Participants
The current study took place in four phases, two pilot phases and two phases involving
participants of interest. The response rates for each group were calculated based on the
number of surveys and consent/assent forms or parental consent forms distributed compared with those returned. Response rates are approximate for some of the samples because consent/assent forms were distributed to entire classrooms and to minimize feelings
of coercion no formal count of students who were present, but did not take a consent form,
was recorded. Those participants who were present for only one day of the study and completed either the pre- or posttest are counted as a nonresponse for the purposes of the current research.
College Pilot Sample
The sample for the college phase of this study consisted of 55 undergraduate students (16
males and 39 females) from two undergraduate Juvenile Law classes at the University of
Florida. The response rate was about 55% for this sample. Twenty 20 participants were not
included in this sample because they were not present for both days of the study. Two
classes were sampled with approximately 50 students registered for each class. The study
took place at the beginning of the semester when the students had not yet received substantial training on juvenile law issues.
Juvenile Pilot Sample
The sample for the juvenile pilot phase of the current study included 54 students from the
University of Florida laboratory middle and high school. The sample consisted of both
male (n = 19) and female (n = 35) students between the ages of 11 and 17 (M = 14.44, SD =
1.76). Participants were included in the study only if both parental consent and participant
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consent were obtained. The response rate was about 45% for this sample. Nine participants
were not included in this sample because they were not present for both days of the study.
Four classes were sampled with approximately 30 students per class. A failure to return
the parental consent form was the major reason for nonparticipation.
Juveniles in an Alternative Public School Sample
Forty-seven juveniles (36 males and 11 females, age: M = 15.15, SD = 1.21) attending an
alternative public middle and high school (the school is primarily for students with previous histories of disruptive behaviors) were sampled. Passive parental consent was used
for participants in this sample; parents signed and returned the consent form if they did
not want their child to participate. Active consent was obtained from the juveniles. The
response rate was 56% for this sample. Thirty-one participants were excluded because they
were not present for both days of the study, and six chose not to participate.
Detention Sample
The detention sample consisted of 118 juveniles (110 males and 8 females) who were being
held at a juvenile detention center (M = 15.55 years old, SD = 1.37). The approximate response rate was 71% for this sample. There were 167 juveniles sampled, and of these, 48
participants were not included because they left the detention center before day 2 of the
study and 13 chose not to participate. Data collection in the detention center took place
over the course of 13 months.
Materials
The DVD
A DVD was jointly developed by the Office of Court Improvement and the Steering Committee on Families and Children in the Court for the State of Florida to improve juveniles’
comprehension of trial-related information. The DVD was developed to address some
areas where juveniles show deficits in understanding and commonly hold misconceptions
concerning legal terms and concepts. In the past, pamphlets were provided to the juveniles
explaining some of this trial-related information. The DVD is intended to have a wider and
more effective impact because it will be able to reach those juveniles who are not strong
readers and because the information is presented in a more interactive way. This DVD was
developed for the target audience of juveniles in the juvenile justice system and their parents. The goal was to show it in detention centers, courthouses, probation offices, and assessment centers throughout Florida. At the time of the current study, the DVD had not
yet been implemented in the detention system in the county of the current study.
Knowledge Test
The current study’s questionnaire is based on previous research, information contained in
the DVD, and questions suggested from detention center staff. These questions are not
based on any formal competency screening measure, but rather are measures of knowledge of the court process that relate to competency. The final questionnaire consists of 40
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total questions, 11 of which assess social and demographic data. Question content and format will be examined in the following sections.
Role of the Lawyer and Attorney Client Confidentiality (LAWYER)
Five of the questions included on the questionnaire relate to the lawyer’s role in the courtroom and attorney-client privilege (Cooper, 1997; Flin et al., 1989; Grisso, 1981; PetersonBadali & Abramovitch, 1992; Saywitz et al., 1990; Warren-Leubecker et al., 1989). For example, the participants were asked “Who in the courtroom would you tell something important about your case if you wanted it to be kept just between you and that person?”
Possible answer choices were “the judge,” “your lawyer,” “the social worker,” and “the
state attorney,” with “your lawyer” being the correct answer.
Roles of Key Players in the Courtroom (KEY PLAYERS)
The roles of other key players in the courtroom are addressed with five additional questions, such as “Who makes the decision of whether you are guilty or not at your trial?”
Possible answer choices are “your lawyer,” “the judge,” “the jury,” and “the police officer,” with “the judge” being the correct answer. Other questions focus on the state attorney, probation officers, bailiff, and judge.
Nature and Consequences of the Charges (NATURE)
Three questions are included on juveniles’ understanding of the nature and consequences
of the charges. For instance, one asks “Todd, who is 15, was arrested and is being sentenced
for a crime that he committed. What are some of the things he could be sentenced to do?”
Possible answers were “community service—volunteer in the community,” “go to school,”
“attend a day treatment program,” “get counseling,” and “write an apology letter.” All
five answer choices here were correct, and the question was scored as five possible points.
Juvenile Court Hearings (HEARINGS)
The juveniles’ knowledge of the differences between the types of hearing is tested by six
questions. One of the questions asked “Kyle, who is 14, is caught breaking car windows
by the police. The police take him and put him in a detention center. When will Kyle go to
court for the first time?” The answer choices included “the arraignment hearing,” “the detention hearing,” “the disposition hearing,” and “the adjudication hearing,” with the correct answer being “the detention hearing.”
Pleas (PLEAS)
The one question on pleas asks juveniles “Which of the following pleas can you enter?
Check all that apply.” The answer choices were “not guilty,” “innocent,” “no contest,” and
“guilty,” and the only incorrect answer was “innocent.”
Court Behavior (BEHAVIOR)
Two questions examine juveniles’ perceptions of proper behavior regarding their case.
One of these asks “If you were living at home and had a court date scheduled, what would
you do if your parents could not take you to court at the time you are supposed to be
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there?” Answer choices include “find another ride,” “skip your court date,” and “call the
courthouse and ask to be excused,” with “find another ride” being the correct answer.
Application (APPLICATION) versus Non-Application (NONAPPLICATION) Questions
Five of the questions that were included in the questionnaire sections described above required the respondent to apply information presented in the DVD in order to answer the
question. For instance, one asks “Nick, who is 17, is in court and does not understand what
the judge is saying. What should he do?” The answer choices included “keep quiet to show
the judge respect,” “let the judge know that he doesn’t understand” (correct), and “ask
someone what the judge meant after the hearing.” Fourteen questions were more definitional in nature and did not require the juveniles to apply their learned knowledge to a
described scenario.
Information Not Included in the DVD (NON-DVD)
Three questions were included that addressed information that was not in the DVD. One
question addressed innocence and guilt and the other two were included based on suggestions from the detention center staff that they had found juveniles frequently asked while
detained. These questions served two purposes: to evaluate what the juveniles knew about
those topics and as a control to ensure knowledge improvement at posttest comes from the
DVD rather than an outside source. If knowledge increased on these questions, the effect
would not be from the DVD but rather testing effects or some outside source.
Sureness of Correct Answer Choices
One question was included to test the participants’ perceived certainty of their answers on
the questionnaire. This was based on the research that found juror comfort was positively
related to juror knowledge and both increased when shown a video intended to increase
their knowledge (Bradshaw et al., 2005).
Pre- versus Posttest Questions
Three questions varied between the pretest and posttest versions. These questions evaluated whether participants came in with or received any information that could affect their
scores. One such question was “Have you spoken with anyone about the video you
watched on the first day we were here?” Participants chose either yes or no.
Question Order
Question order was randomized for the pilot samples, but we determined that there was
no order effect, so this was not continued for the alternative school and detention samples.
Grading
The grading of the questionnaire was based on the 19 DVD knowledge questions that the
respondent answered correctly. The three open-ended questions were excluded from this
knowledge score and evaluated separately. Missing responses were treated as incorrect,
just as they would have been had this been any type of academic examination. Because
some questions had multiple correct answers, the highest raw score a participant could
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obtain on the questionnaire was a 44. The total possible raw score for each section described is as follows: LAWYER—10, KEY PLAYERS—16, NATURE—6, HEARINGS—6,
PLEAS—4, BEHAVIOR—2, NON-DVD—3, APPLICATION—9, and NONAPPLICATION—35. Throughout the remainder of this paper scores will be presented as percentages
in most cases. For ease of interpretation, scores will also be compared using a common
college letter grading scale.
Design
A pre- and posttest design was employed to evaluate whether the information presented
in the DVD aids in increasing understanding of key terms and concepts related to the juvenile court process. Scripts were used that included general information on the study,
what we were asking them to do, and information concerning their voluntary participation
and confidentiality of information. For all samples but the college sample, the questionnaires were read out loud to the survey participants. Corresponding pictures were used
for each question to keep the participants following along and to ensure that even those
who could not read could participate in the study.
Immediately after the participants had completed the pretest questionnaires, they
watched the DVD; two days later they completed the posttest. A two-day delay was employed because the relevant state statute states that a “child may not be held in secure
detention under this subparagraph for more than 48 hours unless ordered by the court”
(Use of Detention Statute, 2006). The two-day delay reflects the maximum amount of time
that a juvenile may wait between first arriving in detention and appearing for their first
hearing. Therefore, if the juveniles are shown the DVD at intake, it could be up to two days
before they appear in court.
Results
College Pilot Sample
The college pilot sample served as our expert group in this study to ensure that the
knowledge-based test was not too difficult and to serve as a comparison group for other
samples. For this sample the mean pretest score was an 83.1%. This indicates that the initial
knowledge level of the “expert” sample is in the B range. A one-tailed paired samples t-test
was used to test whether there was a significant difference between pretest and posttest
scores for this sample. A significant difference was present between mean pretest (83.1%,
SD = 6.9%) and mean posttest (92.0%, SD = 5.4%) score (t(54) = –9.71, p < .001). The mean
improvement percentage was 8.1% (SD = 6.6%).
Juvenile Pilot Sample
The sample of juveniles in a university laboratory middle and high school served two specific purposes. One was to ensure that the questionnaire was comprehensible to juveniles
that were the same ages as the population of interest. The second was to assess how a
group of juveniles without justice system involvement would score on the questionnaires,
therefore providing a comparison group to the juveniles in detention. The mean pretest
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score for this sample was 67.8%, which is in the D range. A one-tailed paired samples t-test
was used to test whether there was a significant difference between pretest and posttest
scores for this sample. A significant difference was present between mean pretest (67.8%,
SD = 7.5%) and mean posttest (79.7%, SD = 8.0%) score (t(53) = –13.01, p < .001). The mean
improvement score was 11.9% (SD = 6.9%).
Juveniles in an Alternative Public School Sample
The sample of juveniles in an alternative public school was included because most had
experienced some contact with the juvenile justice system and provided for a test of juveniles with some juvenile court experience, but this information was not fresh in their minds
because they were not currently in detention. Mean pretest scores for this sample were
63.1%, scoring in the D range. A one-tailed paired samples t-test was used to test whether
there was a significant difference between pretest and posttest scores for this sample. A
significant difference was present between mean pretest (63.1%, SD = 10.7%) and mean
posttest (68.1%, SD = 15.1%) score (t(46) = –2.24, p < .05). The mean improvement score was
5.0% (SD = 15.3%).
Detention Sample
The detention sample’s pretest scores were examined to establish their base level of juvenile court knowledge. Juveniles in this sample had a mean pretest score of 64.0%. This score
was in the D range. A one-tailed paired samples t-test was used to test whether there was
a significant difference between pretest and posttest scores for the detention sample. A
significant difference was present between mean pretest (64.0%, SD = 14.2%) and mean
posttest (70.3%, SD = 17.4%) score (t(117) = –5.73, p < .001) for the detention sample. The
mean improvement score was 6.4% (SD = 11.9%).
To confirm that the improvement between pre- and posttest was based on the information gleaned from the video and not just on testing effects, we evaluated whether there
were significant improvements from pre- to posttest on the questions that were not included
in the video (NON-DVD). The three questions that were included on the questionnaire but
not on the DVD were grouped together. A two-tailed paired samples t-test was conducted
to determine whether there was a significant change from mean pretest score (46.3%, SD =
26.9%) to mean posttest score (48.9%, SD = 23.7%). The change from pre- to posttest was
not found to be significant (t(117) = –1.08, p = .525). This means that the participants’
knowledge improved on the topics covered in the DVD but not on the material not included in the DVD.
Social and demographic variables were next examined for this sample to determine
whether age, grades, or prior experience had any influence on pretest or improvement
scores while controlling for race and gender. The detention sample (n = 118) had an age
range of 11–18 years old. Their average grades in school ranged from mostly A’s (9) to
mostly F’s (1) (M = 5.69; SD = 1.93). There were 55 participants who identified themselves
as White/Other and 62 identified themselves as African American. There were 112 participants who indicated they knew others with previous criminal or juvenile justice experience. The number of previous arrests indicated by participants ranged from 0 to 5 or more
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(M = 1.87; SD = 1.76). The number of previous times in court ranged from 0 to 5 or more
(M = 2.92; SD = 1.84).
Two linear regression analyses were conducted, one for each dependent variable, pretest scores and improvement scores. Missing cases were excluded pairwise for this analysis. The independent variables included in each model were age, race, gender, grades,
number of previous arrests, and number of times the respondent had been to court. The
number of times the respondent had been to court was an additive combination of the
following two questions: (1) How many times have you been to court for cases you were
involved in? (2) How many times have you been to a courtroom for a case you were not
directly involved in? The variable of whether the respondent knew anyone who had been
arrested as either juvenile or an adult was a combination of two questions, one asking if
they knew anyone arrested as a juvenile, and one asking if they knew anyone arrested as
an adult; answers were coded as yes if they answered yes to either of these questions. This
variable was not included in this analysis because only five juveniles in this sample said
that they did not know anyone who had previously been arrested. Regression analysis
showed that the model significantly predicted knowledge at pretest (F(6, 67) = 2.63, p =
.024, R2 = .191 and R2adj = –.118). Table 1 includes the unstandardized regression coefficients
(B), intercept, and standardized regression coefficients (β) for each variable. Age, t(114) =
2.50, p < .05, significantly predicted knowledge at pretest, with older juveniles scoring
higher. Race, t(117) = –2.06, p < .05, also significantly predicted knowledge at pretest, with
those identifying as White/Other scoring higher. The second model did not significantly
predict knowledge improvement, F(6, 67) = 1.69, p = .138, R2 = .131 and R2adj = .053. Table 1
includes the unstandardized regression coefficients (B), intercept, and standardized regression coefficients (β) for each variable. Race, t(117) = 2.81, p < .005, significantly predicted knowledge improvement, with those who identified as African American showing
more improvement than those who identified as White/Other. No other independent variables were significant predictors for knowledge improvement.
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Table 1. Regression: Social-demographic variables’ relationship to pretest and improvement scores
M

B

SD

β

t

df

p

Pretest
Age*

15.55

1.37

0.030

0.289

2.503

114

.011

Grades (1 = mostly F’s–9 = mostly A’s)

5.69

1.93

–0.002

–0.025

–0.227

107

.821

Gender (1 = male, 2 = female)

1.07

0.25

0.034

0.060

0.536

117

.594

Race (1 = Other, 2 = African
American)*

1.53

0.50

–0.073

–0.257

–2.308

117

.024

Number of previous arrests

1.87

1.76

–0.012

–0.153

–1.157

85

.251

Number of times previously in court

4.51

5.26

0.010

0.121

0.922

92

.360

Improvement
Age
Grades (1 = mostly F’s–9 = mostly A’s)

15.55

1.37

0.017

0.193

1.680

114

.098

5.69

1.93

–0.006

–0.091

–0.788

107

.433

Gender (1 = male, 2 = female)

1.07

0.25

0.036

0.076

0.655

117

.515

Race (1 = Other, 2 = African
American)**

1.53

0.50

0.077

0.322

2.790

117

.007

Number of previous arrests

1.87

1.76

0.002

0.030

0.217

85

.829

Number of times previously in court

4.51

5.26

–0.006

–0.098

–0.718

92

.475

*Significant independent predictor of pretest scores at p < .05.
**Significant independent predictor of pretest scores at p < .01.

Mean scores on pre- and posttests for each of the sections were next evaluated. Respondents scored highest in the LAWYER section (pretest M = 75.9% correct, SD = 19.7%, posttest
M = 77.2% correct, SD = 21.8%). While this was the easiest section for respondents overall,
whether a lawyer represented them whether they were guilty or not proved to be more
difficult. At pretest 70.3% of respondents thought that one of the jobs of the lawyer was to
represent a juvenile in the trial if they were not guilty; however, only 45.8% of respondents
thought that the lawyer represented a juvenile in court if he or she was guilty. This demonstrates that about a quarter of those sampled thought the lawyer’s role was dependent on
whether a juvenile was guilty. There was some improvement at posttest with 53.4% indicating one’s lawyer would represent them if guilty and 71.2% if not guilty. Respondents
had the most difficulty with the HEARINGS section for both the pretest (27.7% correct, SD
= 22.6%) and the posttest (29.1% correct, SD = 19.6%). These and other comparisons can be
seen in Table 2.
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Table 2. Mean percentage scores by section topic and type for detention sample
Section

Pretest

Posttest

M

SD

M

SD

t

df

p

Total****

64.0%

14.2%

70.3%

17.4%

–5.732

117

.000

NON-DVD

46.3%

26.9%

48.9%

23.7%

–1.084

117

.280

LAWYER

75.9%

19.7%

77.2%

21.8%

–0.673

117

.503

KEY PLAYERS****

69.1%

16.7%

77.0%

20.0%

–5.153

117

.000

NATURE****

68.8%

24.0%

78.5%

26.0%

–4.646

117

.000

HEARINGS

27.7%

22.6%

29.1%

19.6%

–0.590

117

.557

PLEAS****

64.2%

29.9%

76.1%

29.6%

–5.283

117

.000

BEHAVIOR****

58.1%

34.0%

69.9%

35.9%

–3.559

117

.001

APPLICATION****

64.8%

21.2%

71.8%

24.6%

–3.772

117

.000

NON-APPLICATION****

63.8%

14.2%

69.9%

16.8%

–5.077

117

.000

****Difference between pre- and posttest scores significant at p < .001.

Next, sure scores were compared using a one-tailed paired samples t-test. Sure scores
were measured on a four-point scale with 1 = not sure and 4 = very sure as a way to determine how confident the juveniles were with their answers. A significant increase between
mean sure scores at pretest (M = 2.90, SD = 0.80) and at posttest (M = 3.13, SD = 0.73) was
found (t(112) = –3.66, p < .001). A significant correlation was found (r = 0.284, p = .002), with
those who were more sure showing more improvement.
Data from the open-ended questions was next examined. The questions along with the
percentage of juveniles choosing each question are included in Table 3. The largest percentage for both pretest (63.6%) and posttest (70.3%) wrote in their lawyer as the person
they would most likely tell important information about their case.
Table 3. Open ended questions and responses
Pretest

Posttest

Days (less than 1 month)

17.8%

21.2%

Months (less than 1 year)

7.6%

8.5%

1 year

1.7%

3.4%

2–4 years

4.2%

1.7%

5–9 years

2.5%

3.4%

Over 10 years (less than life)

5.9%

5.9%

14.4%

17.8%

Until age 18

3.4%

2.5%

Until age 21

1.7%

2.5%

If you are found guilty at your trial, what is the longest your punishment could last?

Life

Depends

0%

1.7%

Missing

40.7%

31.4%
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Table 3. Continued
Pretest

Posttest

If you were to tell someone important information about your case, who would be the best person to tell?
Lawyer/attorney

63.6%

70.3%

Parents

17.8%

15.3%

Adult (other than attorney/parents/police)

2.5%

0.8%

Police

0.8%

0%

Friends

0.8%

0.8%

Judge

1.7%

0.8%

Social worker

1.7%

1.7%

Probation officer

8.5%

8.5%

State attorney

0%

0.8%

Missing

5.1%

4.2%

If you were to tell someone important information about your case, why would you tell the person in the previous question?
Client confidentiality

5.1%

8.5%

Best person to help

44.1%

39.0%

Works for you

15.3%

18.6%

Other

14.4%

5.1%

Missing

23.7%

32.2%

Prosecutor/state attorney

29.7%

36.4%

Judge

15.3%

18.6%

Who would you be least likely to tell important information about your case?

Probation officer

5.9%

6.8%

Social worker

1.7%

1.7%

11.9%

8.5%

Police
Jury

0%

1.7%

Friends

5.1%

4.2%
7.6%

Parents

3.4%

My lawyer/attorney

0%

Other

7.6%

10.2%

20.3%

15.3%

Missing

0.8%

Why is the person from the previous question who you would least likely tell?
Information could be used against me

14.4%

19.5%

Could determine guilt or innocence

9.3%

17.8%

Could get into trouble

7.6%

12.7%

Other
Missing
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Discussion
This study was undertaken for two purposes. The first was to determine what juveniles
currently understand about the juvenile court system. Juveniles in detention as well as
those in the pilot and the alternative school sample scored in the D range on the pretest,
compared with the expert sample (college pilot), which scored in the B range on a ten-point
academic scale. This demonstrates that the juvenile samples’ current knowledge of the juvenile court system was fairly low prior to watching the DVD.
The second purpose of this study was to evaluate whether the DVD achieved its intended purpose of presenting information about the juvenile court process in an understandable way that could increase the viewer’s knowledge of the juvenile court system. A
significant increase from pre- to posttest was found for all samples. Even though scores
did increase significantly after watching the DVD, there is still room for additional improvements. These findings are consistent with those from Cooper’s (1997) study detailed
above. In Cooper’s study, posttest scores for more than half of the sample still did not
achieve competency, showing that there were still considerable lapses in understanding
after watching the video. Though the current study is an evaluation of knowledge rather
than competency, the findings are very similar. Although there is still room for improvement, the current findings indicate that there is a simple and systematic way to increase
juvenile knowledge of the court process. Possibilities for further knowledge improvement
include allowing juveniles to ask questions after watching the DVD.
Some other noteworthy findings included that some juveniles thought a lawyer represented a juvenile in court only if they were not guilty. Half of the detention sample thought
the lawyer did not represent a juvenile in court if that juvenile was guilty. This finding that
juveniles differentiate between representation of those who are guilty and not guilty is
consistent with Grisso’s (1981) findings. This is important because juveniles may interact
with their lawyer differently based on whether they are guilty or not. Consistent with the
findings of Redlich et al. (2003), juveniles do not always understand that they need to provide their lawyer with all relevant information about their case, even if it indicates their
guilt. Future DVDs or teaching presentations of the court process should take special care
to make sure juveniles understand that a lawyer’s role does not differ based on whether or
not they committed the crime.
Additionally, more than 75% of juveniles at both pre- and posttest answered that they
should let the judge know if they do not understand what is happening in court. This meant
that almost 20% of the juveniles in detention chose either “keep quiet and show the judge
respect” (pretest—4.2%, posttest—7.6%) or “ask someone what the judge meant after the
hearing” (pretest—14.4%, posttest—11.0%), which would leave them as passive members
in the court process.
In examining social and demographic predictors of scores, age was found to be positively related to pretest scores, with older juveniles scoring higher. Race was also found to
be significantly related to both pretest and improvement scores, with those identifying as
White/Other scoring higher at pretest and those identifying as African American improving more. The variables of grades in school, gender, number of previous arrests, and
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number of previous times in court were evaluated but were not found to significantly predict either pretest or improvement scores.
Question content and format were found to impact scores. Participants performed the
best on questions relating to the lawyer and attorney-client privilege. In the open-ended
questions, the role of the lawyer and attorney-client privilege was also not one that juveniles had trouble with. Most indicated that their lawyer was the person they would tell
information about their case if they wanted it to be kept just between the two of them, with
most of those who answered indicating the reason was that the lawyer was the best person
to help in that situation or worked for you. Our findings showed that most would disclose
important facts about their case to their lawyer.
Peterson-Badali and Abramovitch (1992) and Saywitz (1989) noted that some of what
children know about the legal system probably comes from television portrayals of courtrooms and the trial process; however, most of these portrayals are of the adult justice system and may be leading to some of the confusions the juveniles experience. We believe the
media attention to the adult system may be one reason our juveniles seemed to understand
the role of attorneys and the judge better than they understood the different hearings. The
role of the defense attorney does not differ between juvenile and adult court, while the
names of the hearings do differ. In addition, the names of the hearings were the longest
(and arguably most difficult) words included in the DVD. Juveniles may have learned and
understood what the purpose of different hearings were but had difficulty with the names
of the specific hearings because they were longer and completely new terms for them (having not seen them in legal television shows). Future attempts to teach juveniles about the
court process should include more information about the hearings. Likewise, attorneys
and other court personnel should be aware that juveniles are having a difficult time with
the juvenile court terminology for hearings.
A significant increase in mean pre- to posttest sure scores was found. Consistent with
the Bradshaw et al. (2005) study concerning juror comfort and knowledge, posttest sureness was also found to be significantly related to improvement scores, with those who
were more sure showing more improvement. This indicates that after watching the DVD
juveniles felt surer of their answers and that those who improved more felt surer at posttest. In other words, juveniles seemed to be able to accurately assess their knowledge and
knowledge improvement.
Conclusion
Overall, a short DVD does seem to help juveniles understand the court process; the only
question is whether its effect can be further improved with slightly different implementation
or additions. Future research should expand the scope of this study to include other sites
throughout the state and randomly assign juveniles to settings where a question and answer period is permitted after watching the DVD, the person administering the DVD emphasizes the particularly difficult concepts (such as the hearing names), an active learning
component is added, and the combination of these three conditions. Investigating these
additional techniques will determine whether juvenile knowledge of the court system can
be further enhanced using additional systematic techniques.
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